Abstract
1 Professor, Research Institute of Languages and Cultures of Asia, Mahidol University. 2 Professor, Central University for Nationalities, Beijing, PR China 3 An overview of the Zhuang language is given in Luo (2008) . mainly in Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region and in Wenshan Zhuang-Miao Autonomous Prefecture in Yunnan Province. In addition, there are Zhuang scattered throughout Lianshan Zhuang-Yao Autonomous County in Guangdong Province, Qiandongnan Miao-Dong Autonomous Prefecture in Guizhou Province, and Jianhua Yao Autonomous County in Hunan Province. Moreover, the Zhuang language is also spoken by people in the southern part of Guizhou and the northern part of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. The Zhuang language belongs to the Tai language group of the Tai-Kadai language family. It is divided into two main varieties, the northern variety and the southern variety. This paper describes idioms that occur in the northern variety of the Zhuang language.
Methodology
The first step was to define idioms. Crystal (1985: 152) defines idiom as follows:
A sequence of words which is semantically and often syntactically restricted, so that they function as a single unit. From a semantic viewpoint, the meanings of the individual words cannot be summed to produce the meaning of the 'idiomatic' expression as a whole. From a syntactic viewpoint, the words often do not permit the usual variability they display in other contexts.
Based on the definition above, a Zhuang idiom is defined as a word group whose meaning cannot be predicted simply from the meanings of its constituent parts. Zhuang idioms are similar to Zhuang proverbs. The difference lies in the syntactic structure. That is, Zhuang idioms are a single word group typically composed of nouns, verbs, or adjectives, while Zhuang proverbs contain two or more compound sentences or clauses, most of which are coordinate. Rhyme is a common feature of Zhuang proverbs, whereas it is not typical of Zhuang idioms. The contrast between Zhuang idioms and Zhuang proverbs is exemplified in Table 1 . (Burushpat and Qin 2006) . Additionally, since Zhuang idioms evince constructions that are not susceptible to regular or predictable semantic interpretation, a non-literal semantic interpretation, or the meaning of the idiomatic expression as a whole, is provided. The final step was the categorization of Zhuang idioms into types using the structuralist approach defined by Trask (1993: 262) as "Any approach to linguistic description which views the grammar of a language primarily as a system of relations."
Idiom types
This study approaches Zhuang idiom formation from a synchronic perspective. Based on the internal syntactic structure, Zhuang idioms are analyzed into two major types, trisyllabic idioms and polysyllabic idioms. Trisyllabic idioms are distinguished from polysyllabic idioms in that the former have simple syntactic structures, that is, a verb and an object, whereas the latter show more complex syntactic patterns.
Trisyllabic idioms
Tri-syllabic idioms are short, fixed common expressions used by Zhuang people in everyday life; thus they may be also designated customary phrases. 4 Trisyllabic idioms consist of a single predicate, i.e., a verb and an object, that convey a figurative or metaphorical meaning. Customary phrases are terse and vivid, and their metaphors are appropriate, popular, and interesting, as exemplified in Table 2 . 4 The term phrase as used in this paper refers to any string of words under consideration, regardless of its syntactic status. It is equivalent to the alternative term sequence. Another feature shared by Tai Lue and Zhuang is the figurative or metaphorical meaning of four-word expressions. That is, the meanings of the expression must be interpreted as a whole and have to be learned as a whole through cultural transmission.
Amara (2008) has also affirmed that, sy nta cti c al l y speak in g, four-wo rd elaborate expressions in Tai Lue are words, not phrases or clauses, for several reasons; (1) the positions of the four words cannot be shifted, (2) none of the words can be left out, (3) the elaborate expression cannot be interrupted by any word, and (4) the elaborate expression is used as a single word. This paper likewise considers Zhuang idioms as a single word for the same reasons.
Luo (1999) studied four-syllable expressions in Tai Dehong. As is the case in Zhuang, some of these Dehong expressions had gained the status of set phrases, while others behaved more like freely combined items. Luo also found rhyme in the idioms. He noted that the rhyming "follows from the traditional practice of Tai people chanting folk songs or poems in which the favored poetic form is 'link rhymes', a practice which is still much preserved in many Tai dialects today" (1999: xxiii). In addition to discussing Tai Dehong, Luo (2008) makes a brief statement concerning tetrasyllabic idiomatic expressions in Zhuang, explaining that such elaborate expressions often carry rich cultural connotations. The same can be said of the Zhuang elaborate expressions considered in the present study.
Owing to the common occurrence of foursyllable expressions in Tai languages, Amara (2008: 402) concludes that "the occurrence of four-word expressions is a common feature in Tai language and culture" and, as four-word expressions evince the typical characteristics of verse, idiomaticity, and redundancy, it can be said that "Tai people value rhetoric ability, metaphor, and wordiness in their speech."
In addition to the Tai languages mentioned above, other languages in Southeast Asia make use of such elaborate expressions. Kanchana (1976) As tetrasyllabic idiomatic expressions are found in languages from different language families, they may be considered a regional linguistic feature of Southeast Asia. If areal diffusion of this feature has occurred, it would be worth investigating its source.
Syntactic patterns
Trisyllabic idioms are distinguished from polysyllabic idioms by their internal syntactic structures, as discussed below.
Syntactic pattern of trisyllabic idioms
Trisyllabic idioms have a simple syntactic pattern. They consist of a verb and an object, as exemplified in Table 5 . 
Syntactic pattern of polysyllabic idioms
Polysyllabic idioms in Zhuang have a more complex syntactic pattern than trisyllabic idioms. Based on their internal syntactic patterns, polysyllabic idioms may be analyzed as having four different syntactic patterns: serial, causative, topicalized, and condensed.
Serial pattern
The serial pattern consists of a sequence of juxtaposed separate verbs sharing the same subject without the overt use of conjunctions. Table 6 provides examples of polysyllabic idioms with serial construction. The underlined verbs constitute the serial pattern. 
Causative pattern
The causative pattern deals with the notion of making something happen. It consists of a verb followed by an object which concurrently acts as the subject of a subsequent predicate word group, as exemplified in Table 7 . All examples in Table 7 have an agent which is left out but understood to be "someone". The initial verbs are the causative verbs. These are followed by their objects which then function as the subjects of the verbs that follow. 
Topicalized pattern
The topicalized pattern has a topic which may be realized as a grammatical subject or a preposed topicalized element as exemplified in 
Complement pattern
Complement is defined by Trask (1993: 51) as "Any constituent which forms part of the nucleus of a category with a lexical head and which is subcategorized for by that lexical head." The complement pattern consists of a verbal nucleus and its complement, as exemplified in 
Condensed pattern
The condensed pattern is formed by reducing two or more full clauses into fewer words. Semantically, the two condensed clauses are related in various ways, such as conditional relation, coordinative relation, or concessive relation, as seen in Table 10 . In the three examples below, the initial clause is juxtaposed with the second clauses. Both clauses are reduced to a single condensed pattern. 
Conclusion
This paper 7 describes Zhuang idioms found in the northern variety of the Zhuang language. Based on their 7 This paper forms a part of the Northern Zhuang -Chinese-Thai-English Dictionary (Qin and Somsonge 2006) which has been revised for journal publication. We thank Richard Hiam for editing the first draft of the paper. We are also grateful to Professor Wei Jingyun, a native speaker of Northern Zhuang , and Professor Zhou Guoyan for providing us with additional data. syntactic structure, Zhuang idioms are analyzed into two major types, trisyllabic idioms and polysyllabic idioms. Trisyllabic idioms are fixed and short common expressions consisting of a single predicate. Polysyllabic idioms are grouped into four types based on the number of syllables:, tetrasyllabic idioms, pentasyllabic idioms, hexasyllabic idioms, and heptasyllabic idioms. Syntactically, polysyllabic idioms comprise four syntactic patterns: serial, causative, topicalized, and condensed. Zhuang idioms are viewed as a single word group. Semantically, the full meaning of a Zhuang idiom is figurative or metaphorical. The function of Zhuang idioms is to increase effectiveness and rhetorical force in oral and literary communication.
